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Gowdy: The Illusory Angel: The Perfect Victorian Wife

THE ILLUSORY ANGEL:
THE PERFECT VICTORIAN WIFE
Anne Razey Gowdy
Knoxville, Tennessee
George Eliot’s Middlemarch depicts middle-class British provincial
life just before and after 1830. In this society, the primary role ordained
for women was that of wife and mother. Both men and women were
conditioned from childhood to adhere to rigid conventionalized
expectations built upon an elaborate code of appropriate behavior
designed to prepare girls for marriage. Elaine Showalter outlines the
model for female behavior:
The middle-class ideology of the proper sphere of
womanhood, which developed in post-industrial England
and America, prescribed a woman who would be a Perfect
Lady, an Angel in the House, contentedly submissive to
men, but strong in her inner purity and religiosity, queen
in her own realm of the Home.1

This description parallels that of Coventry Patmore’s Angel in the
House, “the eponymous heroine of what may have been [in the
estimation of Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar] the middle nineteenth
century’s most popular book of poems.”2 It is worth noting initially
the obvious problems set up by any code of behavior that demands
perfection, a goal reinforced by religious overtones; “angel” is no
misnomer for what the woman was expected to become. Nevertheless,
young women underwent a rigorous indoctrination, convincing them
that by conforming to the model, they would ensure happiness for all
members of the family, including themselves; as Patmore summarizes,
“Man must be pleased; but him to please/ Is woman’s pleasure.”3
Patmore, like Rousseau, defines woman on a scale of likeness to
and difference from man; seeing her subservient role as part of her Godcreated difference elevates her inferiority to a philosophical concept.
Therefore, according to Bina Freiwald, the woman who violates her
ordained role—for example by taking up freethinking, Radicalism,
divided skirts, or tricycles—becomes “an outrage against nature.”4
Patmore projects a thoroughgoing male viewpoint, yet one which for
generations women, too, accepted, reinforced, and tried to use to guide
their lives. It worked with mixed success.
The woman who subscribes to this ideal must, according to
Patmore’s portrait, necessarily regress to a state of childlike dependence:
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A rapture of submission lifts
Her life into celestial rest;
There’s nothing left of what she was;
Back to the babe the woman dies,
And all the wisdom that she has
Is to love him for being wise.5

This model, echoing John Ruskin’s idealization of a “majestic
childishness” for women, exposes yet another unresolvable
contradiction: any ideal of feminine purity valorizing a childish,
asexual innocence is by definition hopelessly irreconcilable with the
sexual “duties” of a wife and mother.6
Yet by direct statement and by implication, Middlemarch suggests
that the sentimental portrayal of womanhood in Patmore’s poem is a
legitimate depiction of the idealized woman that Victorian men of the
middle class and above sought to marry and that young women thought
it was their duty to become—and this, in an age when duty was taken
very seriously. At the same time, Eliot suggests that neither the
entirely contented woman nor the happy marriage that the angelic model
was expected to produce was so common as the men creating the image
would have liked to believe. Eliot details the disastrous marriages of
Dorothea and Casaubon and of Rosamond and Lydgate to unmask
hidden and negative faces of the angel.
Patmore’s angel is beautiful, innocent, talented, charming, and—
above all—entirely subservient; if this was not a large enough order,
Deborah Gorham reminds us that there was still another requirement:
“Possessing no ambitious strivings, she would be free of any trace of
anger or hostility.”7 Many women who appeared successful in the
angel role could not deal as well with the expectation that they would
be contentedly submissive, though the unhappy angels often masked
their discontent at great cost to themselves. In particular, the heroine
Dorothea Brooke Casaubon (later Ladislaw), in her sincere struggles to
fit comfortably into the standard mold, finally realizes that she cannot
submit to what it demands. She is one of Eliot’s heroines whom Jeni
Calder describes as “women who had hopes and aspirations beyond the
conventional,” whose “unusualness and ambition” show up in contrast
to the ordinary people in the community they inhabit.8 Rosamond
Vincy Lydgate functions as foil to Dorothea, illustrating a different kind
of rebellion against the norm she has been thoroughly trained to accept.
Woven through the novel, supplementing the author’s commentary, are
glimpses of other marriages.
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Particularly in the comments of the male characters, Middlemarch
displays much of what these expectations and preparations involved;
several of the men describe their ideal woman. Edward Casaubon, the
stuffy, fiftyish, bachelor scholar who becomes engaged to Dorothea,
compliments her on having “more than all...those qualities...regarded as
the characteristic excellences of womanhood.”9 But we should note that
the one quality he mentions specifically is “capability of an ardent self
sacrificing affection” (73, my emphasis). The thoughts of Lydgate, the
young doctor, during his courtship of the lovely Rosamond Vincy,
reveal more detail:
[H]e had found perfect womanhood,...an accomplished
creature who venerated his high musings and momentous
labours and would never interfere with them; who would
create order in the home and accounts with still magic,
yet keep her fingers ready to touch the lute and transform
life into romance at any moment; who was instructed to
the true womanly limit and not a hair’s-breadth beyond—
docile, therefore, and ready to carry out behests which
came from beyond that limit. (387)

Lydgate’s words take on deep irony as the novel unfolds and Rosamond
disappoints each of these fond hopes as well as others not yet expressed:
she scorns his idealism about his profession, creates disharmony in
their home, creates music and romance with another man, and goes well
beyond the limits of ladylike decorum. She clearly does not fulfill his
ideal, nor, as we shall see, is their marriage fulfilling for her. These
partners, acting consistently with their conditioning and expectations,
bring unhappiness to themselves and to one another.
A minor character, Mr. Chichely, adds an interesting qualification
for his ideal woman, an attribute which he rightly recognizes in
Rosamond Vincy before her marriage: “I like a woman who lays
herself out a little more to please us. There should be a little filigree
about a woman—something of the coquette. A man likes that sort of
challenge....[T]here should be a little devil in a woman.” (115)
Rosamond has used these charms to win Lydgate, who wanted an
attractive but undemanding wife. Calder points out that Rosamond “is
as ready to present herself as decorative and accomplished as he is to
assume that that is what he requires a wife to be....What neither of
them recognize is that this attitude, and the response to it, won’t stand
up to the realities of married life” (138-9). The trouble is that, having
been well instructed in the art of coquetry in order to find a husband,
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Rosamond continues to practice it on Will Ladislaw and others after her
marriage—the only way she knows how to relate to men, even when it
is no longer appropriate. Flirting is with her a game, an entertainment
she engages in to alleviate her boredom, as if it had no consequences in
the real world. Rosamond thinks she is learning how the real world is
“that women, even after marriage, might make conquests and enslave
men” (474), but her fantasy is more like a medieval courtly romance
than a realistic view of marriage. She also exhibits here the image,
borrowed from the angel stereotype, of the wife as a queen in her home:
“How delightful to make captives from the throne of marriage with a
husband as crown-prince by your side—himself in fact a subject—while
the captives look up for ever hopeless, losing their rest probably, and if
their appetite too, so much the better!” (475)
Even when she is pregnant, Rosamond defies the wishes of her
doctor-husband not to go riding, a choice she rationalizes in part
because “she was very fond of the exercise” and because it was good for
their connections with her husband’s wealthy relatives. But the reason
she dwells on at greatest length is “the gratification of riding on a fine
horse, with Captain Lydgate, Sir Godwin’s son, on another fine horse
by her side, and of being met in this position by any one but her
husband,...something as good as her dreams before marriage” (630).
She is not ready to settle into the role of dutiful wife or mother-to-be;
in fact, Rosamond’s miscarriage after the riding episode may be not
altogether an accident. Calder quotes from an 1862 report which
suggests another possibility, apparently not uncommon:
I have known a married woman, a highly educated, and in
other points of view most estimable person, when
warned of the risk of miscarriage from the course of life
she was pursing, to make light of the danger, and even
express the hope that such a result might follow....of
married ladies whenever they find themselves pregnant,
habitually beginning to take exercise, on foot or on
horseback, to an extent unusual at other times, and thus
making themselves abort.10

Given other evidences of Rosamond’s unpreparedness to accept adult
responsibility, she might well go to such extremes. Entirely
consistent, too, is Rosamond’s use of horseback riding as an instrument
of her rebellion against male authority. Gilbert and Gubar see men
attracted to women who are spirited and in need of taming, like fine
horses: “Men like such captives as they like horses that champ the bit
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and paw the ground; they feel more triumph in the mastery.”11
Rosamond refuses to be tamed.
Lydgate is not alone in seeking a woman whose main attribute is
“grace itself...perfectly lovely and accomplished” (121). She would of
course be beautiful: Rosamond, says Lydgate, “had excellent taste in
costume, with that nymph-like figure and pure blondness which gave
the largest range to choice in the flow and colour of drapery” (123).
Further, she had excelled at Mrs. Lemon’s school for young ladies,
“where the teaching included all that was demanded in the accomplished
female—even to extras, such as the getting in and out of a
carriage...mental acquisition and propriety of speech...[and] musical
execution” (123). Despite the allusion to “mental acquisition,” the men
agree that the perfect woman is educated in skills rather than ideas, and
that the most fitting achievements for her fall within the limited sphere
of “accomplishments for the refined amusement of man” (302).
Rosamond Vincy, Celia Brooke, and Mary Garth all demonstrate
capabilities in performing kinds of “musical execution” with which to
soothe and entertain gentlemen. Rosamond can play or sing whatever
her audience likes, captivating Lydgate with her virtuosity (190). Celia
plays “an ‘air, with variations’, a small kind of tinkling which
symbolized the aesthetic part of the young ladies’ education” (68).
Mary pleases old Mr. Featherstone, who approves of her rendition of
“the sentimental song...the suitable garnish for girls” (143).
Dorothea—though she, too, can play—holds a different view, and
is forgiven by the narrator for her “slight regard for domestic music and
feminine fine art...considering the small tinkling and smearing in which
they chiefly consisted at that dark period” (89). Her musicality is of
another, less artificial sort: when Ladislaw meets her, he responds at
once to the extreme beauty of her voice, which “was like the voice of a
soul that had once lived in an Aeolian harp” (105). When Dorothea
confesses that the music of the great organ she once heard at Freiberg
had moved her to tears, her uncle remarks that such a passionate
reaction is “not healthy” and urges her future husband to teach her “to
take things more quietly” (90). The implication here seems to be that
all instances of strong feeling are linked, and that since sexual passion
is not appropriate for a “pure” woman to feel, she must keep her
emotions under tight control at all times.12 Sir James, considering
Dorothea’s “excessive religiousness,” suspects that it will “die out with
marriage” (43); this estimate suggests that he sees her religious
“passion” as a temporary substitute for wifehood and motherhood, the
only socially sanctioned concerns which ought to be stimulating and
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fulfilling for her. A proper woman in such a society is thus limited in
what she may appropriately feel; there must be no instinctive,
unguarded moments.
Both the men and the women are conditioned to expect that a
woman will not be intellectual. Mr. Featherstone “can’t abide” that
Mary Garth is “too fond” of reading and “put a stop to that” (139).
Lydgate explains to Rosamond: “An accomplished woman almost
always knows more than we men, though her knowledge is of a
different sort” (189), and he thinks less of Dorothea because “She did
not look at things from the proper feminine angle” (122). Although
Lydgate wants a woman who would serve principally as adornment,
Dorothea prefers to engage in serious conversations, which would have
been considered by him as men’s talk, unbecoming for a lady. Mr.
Brooke, no great mind himself, is more blunt: “Your sex are not
thinkers, you know” (77); he explains further: “There is a lightness
about the feminine mind—a touch and go—music, the fine arts, that
kind of thing—they should study those up to a certain point, women
should; but in a light way” (89). For example, he confides, “Young
ladies don’t understand political economy” (39). He concludes that
“love of knowledge and going into everything...doesn’t often run in the
female line” but instead “it runs underground...it comes out in the sons”
(69). He cautions the newly married Mrs. Casaubon to leave her
husband’s books alone, for “We must not have you getting too learned
for a woman” (423). Gorham notes that some knowledge of masculine
subjects might be useful insofar as it could make some women better
listeners in male company, but “science, if studied for its own sake,
would damage their ‘feminine delicacy.’ ”13 As for the intellect of
men, the prevailing “tradition” is summed up in the notion of Sir
James Chettam: “A man’s mind—what there is of it—has always the
advantage of being masculine—as the smallest birch-tree is of a higher
kind than the most soaring palm—and even his ignorance is of a
sounder quality” (44).
Given these chauvinistic assumptions, it is not surprising that
women were expected always to defer to the opinions and wishes of
men: fathers, husbands, brothers, brothers-in-law, ministers, friends.
Lydgate relies “especially on the innate submissiveness of the goose as
beautifully corresponding to the strength of the gander” (391), and
considers it a high compliment when he notes in Rosamond her
“infantile blondness” (188). The unmarried Mr. Brooke speaks freely
that “a husband likes to be master” (64), and his nieces understand this
presupposition too.
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Even Dorothea “retained very childlike ideas about marriage...'The
really delightful marriage, she thinks, ‘must be that where your
husband was a sort of father ...’ ” (32). She questions only “how she
could be good enough for Mr. Casaubon” (74), and specifies as her chief
aim in life “to help some one who did great works, so that his burthen
might be lighter” (399). What Dorothea says before her first marriage
is that she wants a union “which would give her the freedom of
voluntary submission to a guide who would take her along the grandest
path” (51, my emphasis). She implies in all of these expectations that
she wants a husband who will be so strong, so good, so intelligent,
that she will naturally worship and obey him. Her own happiness and
fulfillment, she earnestly believes, will come in helping and learning
from this superior man she has created in her imagination.
Unfortunately, the challenge for Casaubon to be superior is one he
cannot meet; Dorothea’s innocent expectation that he will be truly
superior becomes, as Christine Sutphin notes, a kind of “retribution for
his earlier arrogance, his assumed, unexamined sense of his own
superiority.”14
But Sutphin judges that by the standards of her time, Eliot’s novels
do more than simply endorse traditional feminine passivity and
submission:
Eliot characteristically presents passivity and
submission as evils the heroine must struggle against,
[but] willed submission...may be part of a struggle for
improvement [and] may take the form of dependence on a
man, but it always involves moral choice and is [thus]
paradoxically ‘active.’ Voluntary submission, either to
one’s idea of right or to a mentor, can result in moral
growth and a kind of unselfishness that is not
necessarily selfless.15

Lloyd Fernando concurs that Eliot “perceived her heroines striving
for the fullest realization of their potential—which involved,
essentially, making crucial moral choices in matters of feeling.”16
When Dorothea, who has “not the same tastes as every young lady,”
says that she does “wish to have a husband who was above me in
judgment and in all knowledge” (64), her reasons are not the usual ones;
she also indicates that she wants a husband who “could [and would]
teach you even Hebrew, if you wished it” (32). Though readers may
fault Dorothea for choosing to marry Casaubon for the wrong reason,
Sutphin reminds us that “she is not entirely to blame because society
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has shaped and limited her ambitions and kept her ignorant not only of
Hebrew but of her own needs.”17 The passion that she hopes to fulfill
in marriage is a passion for higher learning, the kind capable of
replacing “that toybox history of the world adapted to young ladies
which had been made the chief part of her education” (112). Instead
Dorothea wants to study Latin and Greek: “Those provinces of
masculine knowledge seemed to her a standing-ground from which all
truth could be seen more truly....[S]he wished, poor child, to be wise
herself’ (88). She clearly does not conform on this point to the
prevailing view of education for a woman.18 Mrs. Plymdale, speaking
for the community, sees as wasted “accomplishments which would be
all laid aside as soon as she was married” (197). True to her
conditioning, even Dorothea herself begins to suspect that perhaps she
is incapable of learning Greek because she is female (89).
Dorothea seems to Lydgate less desirable as a wife, despite her
status as an heiress, because she has “notions” about the world outside
of the home; she concerns herself about reforms that would make life
better for the poor people in her neighborhood, and attempts to act on
her strongly held beliefs. Sir James and Mr. Garth admire her high
principles and her clear thinking. Mrs. Garth, hearing her husband
speak of Dorothea’s head for business, expresses hopes that Dorothea
will be “womanly...half suspecting that Mrs. Casaubon might not hold
the true principle of subordination” (596). Mr. Garth reassures his wife
that Dorothea has a lovely musical voice, in other words, that she is
appropriately feminine. Nonetheless, her interests and outspokenness
are not typical, we are told, in a time when “Women were expected to
have weak opinions; but the great safeguard of society and of domestic
life was, that opinions were not acted on. Sane people did what their
neighbors did...” (31). According to Gorham, “girls must always
remember that they should ‘look up to men,’ and they should never
become ‘strong minded,’ [a term] often directed against the overly
learned girl or woman....[The] line between the learned lady and the
strong-minded female is dangerously thin” (104). Instead of caring
about social reform, Dorothea is expected to immerse herself in the
redecorating of her future husband’s house. Women are indulged in
these little decisions because, the narrator suggests, a woman is allowed
to dictate before marriage “in order that she may have an appetite for
submission afterwards” (98). But Dorothea responds in her own
individualistic way: “I would rather have all those matters decided for
me” (100). She does not take the usual delight in seeing to all the
trivial details of making over her future home into a feminine bridal
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bower, but prefers to move into it just as it is, a reflection of
Casaubon’s world that she hopes to share. She is, as Calder suggests,
“above a life of thinking of furniture” (138).
Dorothea exhibits, though, in the expectations of her position in
marriage the central Victorian world view of the authoritarian patriarchal
family. Mothers saw to it that daughters learned early how they were
expected to behave; children learned about family life from what they
saw in their own homes as well as from lessons and rules they had to
obey. Scenes in the Vincy family, in particular, reveal the differences
in the ways sons and daughters were treated. Fred, the eldest son, is
forgiven everything by his indulgent mother, who repeatedly makes
excuses for him. Over his sister’s objections, he is allowed to sleep
late and to demand whatever he wants to eat. His father reluctantly
supports Fred’s extravagant habits, even though Fred has not done well
at the university where he has been sent at considerable expense to
prepare him to enter the church and raise the family’s status; he thus
subverts his father’s theory that “It’s a good British feeling to try to
raise your family a little” (156). Though their filial obligations are
distinct in requirement and value, Rosamond meets hers while Fred
consistently does not—until he is reformed by the love of a virtuous
woman, Mary Garth, who demands as the price of her hand in marriage
that he become responsible.
Mrs. Vincy spells out for her daughter the lesson she should learn
from—and about—the inequalities of position: “Oh, my dear, you are
so hard on your brothers!...[Y]ou want to deny them things....[Y]ou
must allow for young men....A woman must learn to put up with little
things. You will be married some day” (125). Rosamond is an apt
pupil of her mother’s wisdom, and so shortly afterward “adjusts” to her
brother’s wish that she play the piano for him when she has asked
instead that he go riding with her (130). Another mother of a
marriageable daughter, Mrs. Garth, is of the opinion that “her own
sex...was framed to be entirely subordinate,” is “disproportionately
indulgent towards the failings of men, and...often heard to say that these
were natural” (275). The Garth family, though, tempered rules with
affection, loyalty, and good humor. Thus, traditions—both explicit and
implicit—conditioned expectations when it came time for young people
to marry, but the wife’s subservient role was reinforced even by
teachings of female parent to female child.
Middlemarch explores the courtships and marriages of several
young women: of Celia Brooke and Sir James Chettam, of Mary Garth
and Fred Vincy, of Rosamond Vincy and Tertius Lydgate, and of
Dorothea Brooke and Edward Casaubon. Sir James and Casaubon are
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considerably older than their brides, as was often the case in a society
which placed a premium upon having men demonstrate financial
security before taking on the substantial obligations of a household.
Because the later union of Dorothea with Will Ladislaw, like that of
Mary and Fred, occurs only in the final pages, it is not my intention to
consider them here.
Of these pairs, the Celia-Sir James relationship comes closest to
showing the stereotypical Victorian husband-wife situation in its best
light because it seems to satisfy both parties involved. Celia seems
happy, dutifully obedient to her older husband (even when he forbids her
to see her sister), and fully preoccupied with her baby. Celia has
absorbed the values as well as the lessons of the female education she
was offered. In agreeing to marry her guardian’s well-to-do friend, who
owns the adjoining estate, she accepts the dictate of the community,
expressed by Mrs. Cadwallader: “Young people should think of their
families in marrying” (80), and Celia seems comfortable with the
result. She comes closest to being able to live as a contented Angel in
the House. She tells her widowed sister that “it is a mercy now after all
that you have got James to think for you. He lets you have your plans,
only he hinders you from being taken in.” But even Celia adds, “And
that is the good of having a brother instead of a husband. A husband
would not let you have your plans” (792).
Mary Garth is level-headed and honest, true to her high principles
and true to Fred, whom she has loved from childhood. She comes from
a family in which there is love, affection, humor. She is an example of
another Victorian type, the noble woman who understands “her place,”
but who in a sense can control and improve the imperfect man who
loves her. Her father, in approving the engagement, compares her to
her mother, saying “you’ll keep him in order.” Mary’s answer, given
with a smile, is that “husbands are an inferior class of men, who require
keeping in order” (887). There is evidence throughout the book that
Mary, the stronger character of the pair, has been and will continue to
be good for Fred, without upsetting the prevailing social order of male
supremacy. Had she chosen instead her other suitor, Mr. Farebrother,
they would have been more nearly equals in maturity and integrity, and
she would have had less power in the partnership than it appears she
will have as Fred’s wife.
This issue of maturity is crucial in another marriage in the novel.
Life does not go well for Rosamond and Lydgate, largely because she
remains “infantile” in the marriage relationship. She is resentful,
selfish, extravagant, flirtatious; she attempts a return to dependence
upon her father when there is difficulty. She rebelliously asserts herself
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against the authority of her husband, acts independently, and is
generally unhappy: “He was always to her a being apart, doing what
she objected to” (814). For his part, the idealistic Lydgate is miserable
in his choice of wife, but he resolves to make the best of their
situation. Calder summarizes some of the reasons for their problems:
Neither Lydgate nor Rosamond have thought about what
marriage might mean as a human relationship. They
have seen it as a social arrangement, as a professional
arrangement, as a mutually attractive institution, but
neither has looked at the other as an individual with
individual needs and expectations....Both of them see
their wants in terms of performance....[H]e is at a loss
when she exerts her authority directly against his. Of
course he is right and reasonable in his attempt to save
their financial situation, but to become suddenly the
authoritarian husband after the indulgent lover is not
reasonable. He did not marry Rosamond for her reason
and sympathetic understanding, and his appeals to these
non-existent qualities have to fail (140).

In time of difficulty, “it was as if they were both adrift on one piece of
wreck and looked away from each other” (814). They remain married,
but “they lived on from day to day with their thoughts still apart”
(816). Both partners are at fault, but both deserve sympathy because
they are playing out unrealistic roles they have been taught to expect
will bring them a happy married life. Theirs is probably a picture of
many Victorian marriages.
Dorothea’s struggles during her marriage to Casaubon are the most
fully drawn. She is disappointed from the beginning in her hope for
spiritual and intellectual communion with her austere husband. She
learns early that the best course is not to speak openly; after a “little
explosion” from Casaubon during the Rome honeymoon, “it had been
easier ever since to quell emotion than to incur the consequence of
venting it” (316). She becomes more uncomfortable around him,
because “she felt that he often inwardly objected to her speech” (362).
In a conversation with her uncle, she speaks with energy about her
concerns for reform, and experiences “relief of pouring forth her
feelings, unchecked: an experience once habitual with her, but hardly
ever present since her marriage, which had been a perpetual struggle of
energy with fear” (424).
After a time, the fear crystallizes into anger, “the reaction of a
rebellious anger stronger than any she had felt since her marriage,” at a
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point when she feels shut out from any communication with her
husband (463). It is as if she has to “shut her best soul in prison,
paying it only hidden visits” (464), but in this crisis, after a “meditative
struggle,...the resolved submission did come” (464). After this
incident, she begins to think of him as a “lamed creature” (465), and
realizes that their marriage cannot furnish the kind of companionship
she had longed for:
It was another or rather a fuller sort of companionship
that poor Dorothea was hungering for, and the hunger
had grown from the perpetual effort demanded by her
married life. She was always trying to be what her
husband wished, and never able to repose in his delight
in what she was. The thing that she liked, that she
spontaneously cared to have, seemed to be always
excluded from her life; for if it was only granted and not
shared by her husband it might as well have been denied.
(516).

It is not surprising, after Casaubon’s death, that Lydgate, Dorothea’s
doctor, “felt sure that she had been suffering from the strain and conflict
of self-repression” (534). After she learns of the provisions of her
husband’s will, she struggles further with a reassessment of her
marriage. Her resolution comes when she writes a note to the dead
Casaubon, finally able to tell him what she could not in life: “...I
could not submit my soul to yours...” (583). Prentis determines that
“the failure of this marriage is the first turning-point in Dorothea’s
journey towards a measure of self-knowledge, a journey which is one of
the central ingredients in a novel that is all about the attainment of such
knowledge.”19
Dorothea’s plight reflects the anguish of Victorian wives who
sought a role other than the one into which they had been cast. She
could, with great sense of duty and effort of will power, play the Angel,
but could not comfortably sacrifice her own integrity to be the sort of
wife that Virginia Woolf describes in her 1930 version of Coventry
Patmore’s angel:
She was intensely sympathetic. She was immensely
charming. She was utterly unselfish. She excelled in the
difficult arts of family life. She sacrificed herself
daily....she was so constituted that she never had a mind
or a wish of her own, but preferred to sympathize always
with the minds and wishes of others.20
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Woolf’s depiction corresponds on the surface with Patmore’s, but
the intervening years have brought a strong shift of tone; the difference
is that for Woolf the angel represents no attractive aspiration, no height
of perfect womanhood. For the male Patmore, the Angel is a positive
ideal of nineteenth-century wives and mothers; for the female Woolf,
the Angel is the twentieth century’s threatening phantom to female
aspiration. Woolf is haunted, as were other women, by the limitations
which the angel role demanded: no less than the sacrifice of selfhood in
service of others.
Eliot’s conception of the angel as trapped in a system of
limitations places her heroine in the mode of Woolf rather than that of
Patmore; Fernando agrees that “Dorothea is intended to represent an
impressive conception of mid-Victorian womanhood cramped by
restrictions placed upon her by society” (41). Dorothea’s realization and
her note to the dead Casaubon struck a blow against the enshrinement
of the angel no less than Woolf’s inkpots did sixty years later. For her
own time, Dorothea was saying the unsayable. Rosamond is no less a
victim of expectations, and for her there is no rescue. Sutphin judges
that “Rosamond’s upbringing as the perfect passive lady has made her
amoral; she is incapable of acknowledging responsibility for the
suffering she creates or of feeling any real sympathy for others” (354).
Eliot’s Rosamond demonstrates that the most rigorous and
accomplished preparation did not guarantee the hoped-for results, and
Dorothea’s first marriage reveals her internal conflict, the darker side of
the angel in the house, unmasking her contented perfection for the
illusion it often was.
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